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THE LITERARY FEATURES OF THE GOSPELS. 
By G. Henry Ewing, 

Amherst College, Amherst, Mass. 

The composition of the four gospels in the first century of 
the Christian era was a literary miracle. In order rightly to 
understand the literary features of the gospels it is necessary 
to realize the force of this statement. Never before in the 
history of Grecian literature had the tide fallen to so low an 
ebb. Men no longer cared for the artistic beauties of that 
most subtle and flexible of languages, the study of which had 
reached its acme four centuries earlier. Their minds turned 
to more practical pursuits ; their energies were bent on trade 
and the industries. Especially true was this in the conquered 
lands where the gospel was first spread abroad. The invin- 
cible arms of the Romans had forced upon their subjects the 
Greek language, which thus became well nigh universal. It 
was nevertheless an external growth and could never induce 
the literary zeal generated by the vitality of a vigorous native 
tongue. Hence it is that so few literary productions are to 
be traced to this period. 

But the outlook for the creation of a strong literature 
among the Christian sect was still darker. That no ambition 
to reduce to permanent form the traditional Christian teach- 
ing existed is perhaps best to be realized when we remem- 
ber one prevalent conception. The whole Christian world, it 
seems evident, was daily awaiting and expecting the second 
coming of the Messiah. Then all things would be changed. 
His followers would again see him face to face and converse 
with him. He would institute a new order of things. All 
attention would centre about this returned king and there 
would be no demand for the written words of one whose 
presence would guide and inspire his followers. Again, our 
Lord did not choose his disciples for their literary ability. 
They were all men of humble station and simple-minded. 
Their one aim was to proclaim a personal Christ by personal 
teaching. They had neither time nor inclination to engage 
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in literary work. The existence of a widely circulating oral 
tradition, embracing a large part of their teachings, greatly 
diminished the necessity of written gospels. All these influ- 
ences contribute to make clea'r the truth of the statement 
made at the outset. 

The year 70 A. D. marks an era. Jerusalem was captured 
and the Jews scattered to the lands of the Dispersion. With 
the destruction of the temple the conceptions previously en- 
tertained concerning the second advent were necessarily 
changed. Oriental speculation began to increase and here- 
tical sects to be formed. Meanwhile, the efforts of the earlier 
disciples had so increased the numbers of the church that the 
first form of Christian literature became necessary. The mis- 
sionaries of the church could no longer personally minister to 
all its wants, and hence epistles were written, supplying per- 
sonality in space. Thus evils were corrected and differences 
amicably settled. Moreover the apostles and eye-witnesses 
of the deeds of Christ were growing aged and they began to 
realize that as their generation was passing from the stage 
and another coming upon it, and as the oral tradition must 
soon become corrupted, it would be necessary to supply like- 
wise a personality in time. Accordingly the demand for 
written gospels became urgent, and with the demand came an 
answering supply. Such in brief was the literary situation 
when the gospels were first written ; a Christian church new- 
ly established in a small and comparatively insignificant cor- 
ner of the earth, amidst the humblest circumstances ; propa- 
gated by the followers of its Head throughout Asia Minor 
and carried to Greece and Rome ; the endeavors of these few 
leaders to serve the whole church efficiently, in the changing 
situation, and finally the demand for authoritative religious 
literature to assist them in their labors. 

If a copy of the four gospels should be placed in the hands 
of an intelligent reader, totally unacquainted with their con- 
tents, he would recognize three characteristics of style as 
specially marked ; (i) simplicity, (2) directness, (3) the didactic 
motive. What more natural than that the writings should be 
simple in style? Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were no 
scholarly rhetoricians. One was a tax-gatherer and another 
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a fisherman — simple-minded men, followers of a humble car- 
penter. The height of their aim and the extent of their abil- 
ity was to tell the story of the Saviour simply and as they 
had seen it, with no glamor of rhetoric or elocution. And 
yet theirs was the truest eloquence, for it was the utterance 
of the heart. ' ' For we cannot but speak the things which 
we have seen and heard. " Their words were the spontane- 
ous outburst of pure and simple souls, and that rude elo- 
quence has appealed to the pure and simple in the hearts of 
men to this day. 

The gospels were written to supply the place of personal 
interviews. No longer able to speak directly to those they 
wished to reach, the written teachings of the evangelists 
must be direct. No veil must separate them from the inner- 
most recesses of the hearts of their readers ; and so it is not 
surprising to find the words of Jesus quoted directly; — ^to 
find the scenes of his daily life painted vividly — scenes which 
illustrate his relation to the common people, and which set 
forth the universality of his mission. Just such words as 
these the gospel writers must have used in their daily conver- 
sations. 

While the gospels were immediately prompted by special 
motives yet a single supreme purpose pervades all. They 
were written primarily for instruction, and the didactic ele- 
ment is prominent throughout. Each writer relates from his 
peculiar standpoint the life of Jesus, the pattern of all man- 
kind. If addressed to Jews, such phases in his life are de- 
scribed, such significance given to his words as show him to 
be the promised Messiah. If addressed to Gentiles, he is rep- 
resented as the Saviour of the whole world and his love for 
mankind is dwelt upon. His parables, his miracles, his in- 
structions, public and private, each enforce certain practical 
lessons. Thus these written witnesses of the evangelists, 
being the only authoritative record of our Lord's life, were 
naturally intended as daily guides to holy living. 

Careful distinction must be made between the first three 
gospels and the fourth. Perhaps the most distinctive literary 
feature of the so-called synoptic gospels is their remarkable 
similarity in material, in expression and even in verbal coin- 



1 890] A Letter in Behalf of Truth. 2 3 

cidences, together with equally remarkable differences in 
view-points and in peculiarities of diction. One might think 
that where there is so much similarity both in subject and in 
expression — in matter and in manner — the gospels would 
largely lose their individuality. Yet while no three accounts 
of the life of the same man, written under such widely dif- 
fering circumstances, have agreed so minutely even to the 
smallest details, no three books have ever claimed and de- 
served such studious attention or, by tlieir very coincidences 
and differences, have thrown so much individual light on the 
supreme centre of their aims as have the gospels of Matthew 
Mark and Luke. Each author has stamped upon his work 
his own personality. Each has his definite and peculiar pur- 
pose, and each composition is a unit in itself, while all three 
contribute to give a single grand and unified picture of Jesus 
the Christ. 

[To be continued.] 



A LETTER IN BEHALF OF TRUTH. 

By Ben Jashar. 
To the Editor of The Old and New Testament Student. 
Dear Sir -. — I am a country minister and a constant reader 
of your Journal. I do not often intrude my thoughts upon 
the world through the public prints ; but I am alarmed at the 
skeptical and daring critical tendencies of the age. It has 
given me great distress of late to reflect over the indifference 
with which many men, who are supposed to be religious, con- 
template attacks upon the truth, and over their disposition to 
leave it to itself without defence. This it seems to me, it is an 
entirely unsafe thing to do. For has not truth ever been 
maintained by means of a struggle with its foes ? and was it 
not due to the strength of its champions, and by the overthrow 
of the champions of error, that truth has won the victory? 
We see illustrations of the process all about us. The manu- 
facturer by inventive skill is able to sell an article at less cost 
than his neighbor, and so crowds him out of the market. 
The lawyer lives on the quarrels of men, winning his case 
only by overthrowing an antagonist. The physician grows 



